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Cooperation between Vietnamese and Asian Peoples in
Japan in the Late Meiji Era

——An Organization Called the Déng A Déng Minh Hbi

or the Ashu Washinkai

Masaya SHIRAISHI*

This paper discusses the Dong A Déng Minh
Hoi, or the “League of East Asia,” an organi-
zation which, in his memoirs, Phan B6i Chau
claims to have joined in the fall of 1908. Infor-
mation from Japanese and Chinese sources, how-
ever, indicates that the League could not have
been established in the second half of 1908, because
at that time four of the most important participants
listed by P. B. Chau in his memoirs had either left
Japan or were in prison. Various Japanese,
Chinese and Vietnamese sources further indicate
that this League was identical with the Ashu
Washinkai, the “Asian Friendship Association.”
According to Japanese sources, the Association was
established in the fall of 1907, a year earlier than
P. B. Chau claims.

Students of Vietnamese nationalism, relying
exclusively on P. B. Chau’s memoirs, have con-
cluded that the League was set up when the
Japanese authorities, under pressure through
French diplomatic channels, started suppressing
the Vietnamese movement in Japan, causing
P. B. Chau to become disillusioned with Japan.
Since the League was established well before
Japanese policy turned against the Vietnamese,
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however, other reasons should be sought for P. B.
Chau’s decision to join the League. The year
1907 saw a crucial change in official Japanese
policy toward her Asian neighbours and the
Western colonial powers, which drew criticism
from emigrés of the other Asian nations who resided
in Japan. Through a series of treaties with the
Western powers, the Japanese government publicly
demonstrated its willingness to cooperate with the
colonialists at the expense of the Asian peoples.
A few years carlier, after the Russo-Japanese War,
many Asian nationalists tended to regard Japan as
the champion of the yellow race against the white
colonialists.  Yet in 1907 the Chinese revolution-
artes and Indian activists in Japan, as well as
the Japanese socialists, increasingly expressed the
idea that Japan was not a friend of Asia but a
“common enemy” who belonged to the white
imperialists’ camp. By the summer of 1907, the
Chinese, Indian and Japanese activists were in
close contact with each other and with Korean,
Phillipino and Vietnamese emigrés.

P. B. Chau was shocked by Japan’s signing of a
treaty with the French in June 1907 and abandoned
his idea of “‘relying on Japan.” Instead he joined
the revolutionaries from other Asian nations and
the Japanese socialists in placing their hopes on
cooperation between peoples with the ‘‘same
sickness.” By 1907 the term ‘'same sickness”
(dong bénh in Vietnamese, t’ung ping in Chinese) had
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become a key word in Chinese arguments for the
need for solidarity among the oppressed Asian
peoples. Furthermore, in his memoirs and in his
letter to Foreign Minister Komura in 1909, P. B,
Chau used the opposing terms ““universal principle”
(¢ong I$ in Vietnamese, kung li in Chinese) and
“strong force” (cw’dng quyén in Vietnamese, ch’iang
ck’iiang in Chinese) that the Chinese revolutionaries,
especially the anarchists, also used: ‘‘universal
principle’” stood for the righteousness of oppressed
peoples, and ‘‘strong force” for their suppression
by imperialists.

It is logical to argue that a few years after P. B.
Chau came to Japan to seek Japanese assistance, he
finally abandoned his reliance on Japan and turned
to the building of cooperation among the
nationalists of suffering Asia. In seeking Japanese
assistance, he had stressed common cultural back-
ground, ethnicity, and geographical proximity
between Vietnam and Japan, expressed in the
phrase “the same culture, the same race, and the
same continent.” His shift in emphasis to the
“same sickness’> demonstrates a shift in his identi-
fication of the fate of his nation with that of a strong
and rich Japan to that of weak and oppressed Asia.
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Although P. B. Chau shared some opinions with
the revolutionaries from other countries, partic-
ularly concerning the Japanese attitude toward
Asia and the colonial powers, he did not agree with
them in every aspect. It is worth mentioning that
the Japanese and Chinese participants in the
League of East Asia were deeply influenced by
anarchist ideas, because they found in them a
solution to the impasse of the social Darwinist
explanation of the existing world order. In other
words, they refused to accept that struggles between
nations, with the stronger eating the flesh of the
weaker, were inevitable. They argued that Asian
peoples should not establish nation-states after the
anti-colonial revolution had succeeded, since they
believed that without state and government, they
could avoid the Darwinistic zero-sum game among
Asian nations. It is evident that they set up the
League in order to spread this anarchist idea among
the Asian revolutionaries. Nevertheless, it 1is
apparent that P. B. Chau did not and could not
accept their arguments on this point, since he was
every inch a man of strong nationalist sentiment
and clung to the idea of building an independent
nation-state of the Vietnamese people.
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